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The upcoming European elections provide an opportunity for comparative research on 
political communication. This paper aims to outline the theoretical framework and 
methodological approach for a cross-national research project that investigates the 
changing role of the media in the context of political communication.  
Mass media have traditionally functioned as the intermediary between society 
and political institutions. The rise of social media, however, offers the potential for both 
politicians and citizens to circumvent the media, and directly influence each other. This 
process potentially results in the emergence of a networked public sphere, in which 
citizens but also the journalists, political elites and other stakeholders can actively 
participate in public discourse. The project employs agenda-setting theory, a framework 
often used in election campaign research, which enables us to explore the changing 
relationship between the media, political elites and citizens. We combine traditional 
agenda- setting theory with network analysis to capture the potential and impact of 
social media for political communication. 
By framing the research around an analysis of Twitter communications during 
the 2014 European elections from a national as well as cross-national perspective, we 
will investigate (a) how political elites use Twitter for online election campaigning and 
(b) how and to what extent the national contexts of the elections intersect with the 
European level.  
The projects include studies from a number of countries, geographically spread 
throughout Europe. The country-specific studies follow the same basic research 
framework: The political candidates and parties for the EU elections will be the main 
units of analysis. Twitter accounts of candidates and parties will be followed, using the 
YourTwapperkeeper infrastructure. This procedure allows for comparative analyses 
(whereas for a hashtag based approach, this is less likely the case) of how politicians 
engage with other types of actors in debating issues related to the elections. 
The analysis we put forth here is a combined network and content analysis. First 
step is a ‘user-user’ network analysis based on mentions, replies and retweets. National 
candidates will mention or are mentioned by other users in the debate. Here, it is 
particularly interesting to see whether these ‘other users’ reflect accounts of (1) the 
same country, (2) other countries or (3) to the EU itself. Subsequently, content analyses 
is applied to a sample of the tweets, identifying overall topics as well as further 
indications of national versus cross-national focuses within the debates. Besides being 
the first study of national versus cross-national debates online in relation to EP 
elections, the project also applies a combined methods approach.  Advantages and 
challenges of such approaches are discussed in detail in the paper. 
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